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A PEEP AT COUNTRY COUSINS, AND HOW IT 
ENDED.— LETTER IV. 

Whitehaven, September 1st, 1820. 

My dear Father, -You say St is more than two months 
since I have told you of any country goings on, but there has 
been less to describe in that way during the midsummer 
months, and except the pleasures of sheep-shearing and hay- 
making, I did not hear or see anything worthy of being 
minutely recorded. Harvest-home was new to me, and as it 
took place in glorious weather, we were all assembled in the 
home field, where the reapers finished their work, and a tre- 
mendous cheer greeted the falling of the last cut of the falling 
grain. The fortunate man, who had the honour to wield the 
final blQW, became the hero of the day, and was elevated, in 
great triumph, on a throne of wheat sheaves, piled up in one 
of my uncle's largest carts, which bore him away to an immense 
barn, where a feast of butter-sops and ale was served up, and 
a riotous dance concluded the festival. The prettiest part of 
it, to my fancy, was a late serenade, very charmingly sung on 
the lawn about midnight, and under the light of a splendid 
golden moon. There were several wind instruments, and the 
sweet serious character of the thanksgiving-music, which 
constituted the principal part of the performance, combined 
with the correct harmony of three or four mellow voices, 
seemed a fitting and delightful acknowledgment of the bounty 
which had just been so lavishingly bestowed on His creatures 
by the Almighty Parent of all. I forgot to mention that, 
before harvest, we attended Lammas fair, which collected a 
large number of holiday people, and is peculiarly honoured by 
the sailors belonging to Whitehaven and the neighbourhood. 
Very smart they were, new rigged, as they called it, from top 
to toe in the cleanest of new summer clothing, worn in the 
most jaunty possible way. In the afternoon we partook of 
Parmer Dodd's hospitality, and I observed that almost every 
lass in the room wore a coquettish bunch of blue ribbons in her 
hair, the gift of one of the light-hearted young sailors, some of 
whom, I believe, danced seven hours that night without let 
or hindrance. The wearing of these knots of blue ribbon is 
considered a sign that a young couple are engaged to be 
married, and gave rise, I suppose, to the old song, beginning 

" Oh, dear, what can the matter be ? 
Johnny stays long at the fair ; 
He promised to buy me a bunch of blue ribbons 
To tie up my bonnie browu.hair." 

When I saw Susannah with one hid in her luxuriant flaxen 
ringlets, I ventured to offer her my congratulations on her 
engagement to my cousin William, which I had long suspected, 
but had not before dared- to speak of to either of them. She 
looked blushingly happy, and you will, I am sure, be pleased 
with your future niece, whose rusticity is set off by so much 
true womanly delicacy of feeling, and so much gentle archness 
of manners, that I expect she would be admired even in our 
fastidious West End circles. It was strange, at the fair, to 
see such rows of persons waiting to be hired as domestic 
servants, the men holding straws in their mouths, which the 
more dandified stuck into the band of their hats ; while the 
girls carried a green sprig in their hands, to intimate their 
readiness to enter into service. Well ! now I must tell you 
about last night, when a merry party, that had collected at 
my uncle's, ended in a way I did not look for ; and which 
makes me fear I shall have to leave the Friars, which I 
have no inclination to do for some time to come. Among 
the guests was an old Shropshire gentleman and his lady, 
who Were on a visit to the Rector of Handley-Cross, in this 
neighbourhood ; and as they were very lively and told us 
of many customs peculiar to their own county, they added 
much to the pleasure of the evening. When the old lady 
heard some one say the new moon had just risen, instead of 
making a curtsey, as many other ladies then present did, she 
asked for a silk handkerchief, and informed the party that 
any one, by holding it up between the moon and him or her- 
self, would know how many years would elapse before he or 



she were married ; the number of moons visible through the 
silk denoting so many twelve-months. I watched several 
persons try their fate, and was astonished at the different 
number of moons these good folks declared they perceived. 
The old lady would not be satisfied until I took my turn at 
the window; and as I could not make out more than one 
moon, I had to undergo a prodigious amount of banter, and 
sly prophecies that I should be married before this time next 
year. Mrs. Estlin, our good-natured informant, said, that 
when a child, she never met a snail in the early part of the 
day without throwing it over her left shoulder, to ensure good 
luck ; and, for the same purpose, she remarked, more gravely, 
it was always well to have some money in one's pocket when 
new year's day arose, on which anniversary it seems that the 
Salopians also consider it prophetic of lucky fortune, if the first 
person they meet is one of the opposite sex to themselves. Mrs. 
Estlin asked my aunt if she might be allowed to see the 
kitchen ; and a considerable party following her, she men- 
tioned a Shropshire sport, much liked, she said, in their 
county, but which could only be played in an apartment 
floored with bricks or tiles. Every one was anxious to try the 
new game, which, however, she duly warned us, was not par- 
ticularly refined ; and a bowl of water, a plate of ashes, and 
the left wing of a goose having been placed along the floor, 
according to her directions, down on all-fours squatted some 
of the most mad-cap young girls in the company. They were 
all blindfolded, and the amusement consisted in trying to 
make their way to the bowl of water, in which case the oracle 
predicted the successful girl would marry a handsome young 
man ; but if the candidate stumbled upon the plate of ashes, 
it declared she would never be united in wedlock ; or if she 
alighted upon the goose wing, she was destined to become an 
old man's bride. I must confess I thought the sport rather 
vulgar, though it was impossible not to laugh heartily at the 
decrees of fate in particular cases. When it was ended, a 
true Cumberland frolicking was entered into, called "Peas 
scalding." A very large wooden bowl was put down in the 
centre of the kitchen table, round which some twenty couples 
sat down, and then Sally filled the dish with smoking hot peas 
.fresh boiled in their pods, to which butter and salt were 
added. Robert had prevented my sitting down with this 
assemblage, which I was glad of, when, from the high chair 
on which he had made me stand, I saw that every one was 
devouring the peas by the aid of fingers and thumbs promis- 
cuously thrust into the bowl. The empty pods were thrown 
into a basket on the same table, and the peas had just 
vanished, when I perceived a merry little girl suddenly steal 
behind William's chair, whence she aimed an empty hull at the 
nose of the person opposite ; and this signal appeared to be 
the appointed token for the most exuberant manifestations of 
high spirits. Presently Whole handful* of pods were thrown 
one to the other, some rubbing the faces of those present with 
these emerald missive*, until I thought it time for me to 
beat a retreat. The parlour was filled with old folks, who 
were quietly conversing or playing round games of cards, and 
I took breath, unperceived I hoped, .behind a window-curtain; 
but I found Robert had not lost sight of me, and having pro- 
fessed a great desire to join me in looking at the stars, which 
were then very beautiful, he took the opportunity of asking 
me whether I could be happy to live always in the country. 
I felt so much surprised, by the unexpected proposal that 
followed this opening, that -I hardly knew how to reply; but, 
as you know, I returned a civil negative, since Robert, cousin 
though he be, is still almost a stranger to me ; but it gave me 
real pain to see how utterly wretched he looked as he briefly 
said, " I might have guessed how invincible would be your 
repugnance to quit the gay world, which you seem bom to 
shine in, add have only to implore your forgiveness for toy 
folly and presumption." He turned away abruptly as he 
finished speaking, so that I had no time to assure him that 
he mistook my reasons for declining his offer ; and it so happens 
that he has not addressed me since. The post-boy is waiting 
for this ; so, in much haste, dear Papa, believe me to remain, 
as ever, your affectionate daughter, Dora Harcodrt. 



